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To have a satisfying, worthwhile relationship with a child, a 
parent must communicate effectively. Bienvenu states that 
"communication is the verbal and/or nonverbal process of 
transmitting feelings, attitudes, facts, beliefs, opinions, and 
ideas between living human beings" (1967, p. 3). If parents 
expect to maintain a satisfying relationship with their child, 
they must learn to communicate effectively and responsibly. 
To insure good communication, a parent must be willing: 
• to listen to the ideas and feelings of the child. 
• to share their ideas and feelings with the child. 
More often than not poor communication is the style for 
most parent-child interaction. 
Ask yourself: 
"Do I talk to my child?" 
OR 
"DO I talk with my child?" 
The parent who "talks to" the child is usually nagging, 
reminding, criticizing, threatening, lecturing, questioning, ad-
vising, evaluating or probing. This style of communication on 
the part of the parent diminishes, rather than improves or 
promotes, communications. 
Stop and ask yourself, "Would I want someone to talk to 
me that way?" Imagine someone lecturing or criticizing you. 
Think of times when you were upset or angry. At those times, 
you may have wanted people to listen to you and try to 
understand and accept your feelings. At other times, you just 
wanted to be left alone. Is it possible that your child may want 
the same consideration? 
On the other hand, the parent who "talks with" the child is 
usually listening to what the child is saying and feeling. This 
style of communication will enhance, rather than hinder 
communication. It will show respect, understanding and ac-
ceptance. 
Parenting Styles Used When a 
Child Expresses Feelings 
Should children be allowed to express feelings? The ans-
wer is yes. Unfortunately, many parents were taught at a very 
early age that feelings of fear, anger, and sadness should not 
be expressed. Consequently a parent having grown up with 
this belief of no expression of negative feelings by a child does 
not know how to handle these feelings when a child expresses 
a negative feeling. Such a parent might respond in terms of 
one of the following parent styles (Dinkmeyer and McKay, 
1976): 
Commander-General Style. This parenting style allows 
no alternatives, keeps things well under control, and does not 
permit the expression of negative feelings. The message sent 
is, "Shape Up!" 
A Commander-General message usually causes resent-
ment, rejection, and hostility on 
the part of the person receiving 
the message. In essence, the 
message sent implies that "I" 
have all the rights and that the 
receiver has none. 
Tools of a Commander-
General parent are orders, 
commands, and threats in-
tended to keep things effectively 
under control. 
Parent Psychologist. Some parents act like a psychologist 
and try to analyze the problem. They ask questions that 
diagnose, interpret and 
evaluate, implying to the re-
ceiver that they have a superior 
awareness. This stifles the re-
ceiver's efforts to be open to 
feelings. The parent-psy-
chologist' s intent is to hear all 
the details in order to be in a 
better position to set the child 
straight. 
The Judge. This parenting style pronounces the child 
guilty before the verdict is in. The only thing this parent is 
interested in proving is that 'Tm right and you're wrong." 
The Preacher. Parents use the preacher style of communi-
cation much like the teacher style. Lectures are given that 
often include moralizing about 
the issue. For example, "the 
preacher" may start off with, 
''You should ... '' or ''You 
ought not to ... " The preacher 
is very concerned that the child 
have the "proper" feelings. Un-
fortunately this style is imper-
sonal and does not communi-
cate successfully in the family 
climate. 
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standing, and solutions. Failing to give feedback leads to 
misunderstandings and sometimes to bad feelings and frust-
ration. 
Responsive listening between parent and child can be 
enhanced even further by understanding the difference bet-
ween closed and open responses. A closed response indi-
cates that a parent either hasn't heard and understood, or 
chooses to ignore the child's conversation. In other words, it 
cuts off communlcatton. 
Open responses indicate that a parent has heard the child 
and is interested in what the child has to say. Open responses 
encourage the child to continue the conversation. In addition, 
open responses clearly reflect the child's message and the 
feelings behind the message. 
Examples of open response which the parent could use 
may be grouped into the following categories: 
- Conversation Starter: "I see," "Oh," "Mmmhmm," 
"I'd like to hear more about that" "Tell me more." 
- Silence: Simply 50Ying nothing, but indicating by your 
presence that you are interested in the conversation. 
- Open questions versus closed questions· Could, 
Would and How are examples of words that a parent 
may use to allow a child many altematives for self-
expression. Open questions should be designed to help 
the child clarify personal problems, rather than provide 
information for the parent In contrast, the closed ques-
tion tends to be fa¢tual and can often be answered with 
a "yes" or "no ' An open qUestion is best understood 
when compared With a dosed approach used in parent-
ing: 
- Open cp,te8tlon: "Could you tell me about what 
happened at schoot today?" or "How did you feel 
about your .htend ignoring you?" 
- aosec1 queadon: "Did you have a good day at 
school?" ' Did you get angry with your friend when 
she ignored you?" 
Responsive listening reqUires a parent to be sensitive to a 
wide variety of feelings plus having the ability to reflect these 
feelings back to the child. It is nonjudgmental; consequently, 
it encourages the child to feel heard and to continue talking. 
Responsive Listening Involves 
Certain Attitudes and Behaviors 
Becoming a responsive listener requires certain attitudes 
and behaviors. It involves developing an attitude of "I care 
about you and am concerned about what happens to you 
and what you do." It involves both verbal and nonverbal 
behavior which says, "I'm listening to you." 
Responsive listening attitudes and feelings should in-
clude: 
- wanting to hear what the child has to say and realizing 
that this may take time. 
- wanting to be helpful to this particular child 
- accepting the negative feelings as well as the positive 
feelings of the child. 
- accepting the child's feelings as really the child's true 
feeling 
- seeing the child as separate, with individual identity and 
feelings. 
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- deeply trusting the child's capacity to handle personal 
feelings, work through them, and find solutions. 
- appreciating that feelings are transitoiy, not perma-
nent, and that the expression of negative feelings 
serves a purpose by helping the child finish with them 
(Gordon 1970; Ivey 1974). 
Responsive listening behaviors that effectively com-
municate attitudes of understanding and acceptance include 
such nonverbal behaviors as: 
- eye contact, looking at, but not staring at the child to 
whom you are talking or listening. 
- attentive body language, posture that is natural and 
relaxed (Ivey 1974). 
In addition, responsive listening behaviors also include 
verbal responses that do not add content to what the child has 
said. Instead these verbal responses encourage the child to 
continue on the same topic or help the child clarify what was 
just sent Examples of verbal responsive listening behaviors 
include: 
- feedback, or letting the child know your interpretation 
of what was just said. 
- reflection of feelings (Ivey, 1974) 
Responsive listening on the part of the parent then focuses 
on words, ideas, actions, and feelings of the child. 
A Word of Caution About 
Responsive Listening 
1. Know when to use Responsive Ustening. Responsive 
listening is only one skill to be used in the parent-child 
relationship. A parent should use responsive listening 
when a child has a problem and when enough time can 
be given to resolving the issues. 
2. Know when not to use Reponsive Ustening. If you, a 
parent are feeling unaccepting, pushed, or just not with 
it, responsive listening won't be as effective. Responsive 
listening can be overdone; use descretion. 
3. Practice the skill of Responsive Listening. It won't 
become a part of your eveiyday habits if you don't 
practice. Allow for disappointments; then re-examine 
and re-evaluate. 
4. Accept the fact that using Responsive Ustening will 
at first seem awkward. Just as with learning any new 
skill, one feels strange about it. The same is true with 
responsive listening. 
5. Try combining other interpersonal communication 
skills with Responsive Ustening, Use responsive lis-
tening with exploring alternatives, problem ownerships, 
etc. 
6. Discriminate between the child's need for informa-
tion and Responsive Listening. Determine if your child 
is just seeking information and, if so, give it 
7. Remain calm and show respect and acceptance. By 
remaining calm you as a parent will have more options 
left open to you in the parent-child communication. By 
showing respect for the child's thoughts and feelings, 
parents show acceptance, and there is a much better 
chance of effective communication. 
A Feeling Word List for 
Responsive Listening 
To help parents get off to a good start in identifying feelings, 
the following list of feeling words is provided. After you have 
read over the words, think about them and add to the list. 
Positive Feeling Negative Feeling 
accepted grateful accused dishonest 
appreciated great angry insecure 
better happy anxious dissatisfied 
capable love bored disgusted 
comfortable pleased defeated hurt 
confident proud difficult inadequate 
encouraged relieving disappointed incapable 
enjoy respected discouraged miserable 
excited satisfied disrespected put down 
glad honest doubtful rejected 
good secure embarrassed sad 
Caution: If you are just saying the words and do not convey to 
the child understanding of the feeling, the child may not 
feel understood and will detect your message. Responsive 
listening with feeling must be done with the idea of mutual 
respect and in a non-influencial manner. 
The Art of Constructing a 
Responsive Listening Message 
A parent, at first, may be nervous and uneasy about using 
responsive listening. Responsive listening is a skill that takes 
time, effort, and practice. A parent should not expect to be 
skilled in responding to the child's feelings and meanings 
overnight. It is only after many attempts that a parent will 
meet with success and then, at times, there will be blunders. 
The following method may help you learn to listen respon-
sively. 
When your child sends an emotional message, ask your-
self: "What is my child feeling?" Think of one of the feeling 
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words that best describes the emotion being shown. For 
example, your daughter states, "I'll sure be glad when I get 
this project done. There is no challenge to it, and it's boring.'' 
(Question: "What is my child feeling?" Answer: "Bored".) 
Next ask yourself: ''Why is my child having that feeling?'' In 
the statement which your child just said lies the answer, "no 
challenge." Now put the feeling word and the meaning of it 
into a sentence. ''You feel bored with your project because it 
doesn't challenge you." Remember to concentrate on asking 
yourself: 
"What is my child feeling?" 
"Why is my ch!ld having that feeling?" 
A general format for our answers to these questions is ''You 
feel because . " Initially you tell 
the child that you understand how the child feels. Then you 
tell the child that you also understand why. In this way you 
show the child that you are really tuned in to not only what the 
child is saying verbally and physically, but also emotionally; 
that is, you understand the emotional experience the child is 
undergoing. 
The "You feel" statements may also be "You are 
-----·'' This indicates you are interested in a person's 
feelings. 
What is a Responsive-I-Message? 
If you are like most parents who read about the use of 
responsive listening in the role of parenting, you're probably 
saying to yourself, "That's swell and dandy to help my child 
clarify feelings but I have feelings, and sometimes I'd like to let 
my child know how I feel." 
Sending a child a feeling message from the parent can be 
effective or ineffective. The difference becomes clear by 
thinking in terms of "You-messages" and "responsive-I-mes-
sage," (Gordon, 1970). Many of the messages a parent sends 
contain the word "you." "You stop doing that," "You'd 
better pick that up." "You be in by ... " "You" messages of 
this type blame and make the other person feel unhappy. 
On the other hand, responsive I-messages express how the 
child's behavior makes you the parent/eel. For example, "I 
can't read my magazine when someone is making all that 
noise," or "I don't like seeing all these toys on the floor." 
Responsive-I-messages focus on the parents' feelings and do 
not blame the child. 
The responsive-I-message is more effective for the parent 
to use because it conveys trust and respect, allowing the child 
to feel good. Most of all, it reduces antagonism and resistance 
between parent and child. 
How to Construct a 
Responsive-I-Message 
We have learned that when trying to correct a misbehaving 
child we need to focus on the child's behavior and not on the 
child's self concept. Now let's carry this one more step; it is 
usually not the child's behavior that is causing the parent 
frustration and anger, but rather the consequences of the 
child's behavior. 
It is these consequences which interfere with the parent's 
desires or rights. If the parent did not perceive the conse-
quences as being frustrating or anger provoking, the parent 
probably wouldn't be bothered unless the misbehavior were 
harmful or dangerous. 
For example, you might be in the basement washing 
clothes while the children are upstairs having a good time, 
laughing and talking loudly. At this point everyone is busy at 
something and no one is bothering each other. A neighbor 
rings the door bell, and you come upstairs to talk with her. 
Now the laughing and loud talking by your children becomes 
noise to you. This noise you tell yourself is interfering with 
your desire to talk with your neighbor. You begin to feel 
frustrated because the noise which your children are making 
is interfering with your talking to your neighbor. 
In the above example, we can see that it isn't the children's 
behavior that is frustrating you, but it really is the consequ-
ences for you of the children's behavior. Because it is the 
consequences of the behavior rather than the behavior itself 
that causes you the parent to become frustrated, it is impor-
tant for you to tell the children how you feel. It will also be 
important for the parent to let the children know that the 
parent's feelings relate to the consequences of their behavior, 
rather than the behavior itself. The parent might say. ''With all 
the noise being made in there, I'm having a difficult time 
hearing Mrs. Smith." 
Since it is the consequences of the child's behavior that 
creates frustration in the parent, the responsive-I-message 
sent to the child by the parent will be more effective in 
stopping the misbehavior. A responsive-I-message can be 
constructed by following these three steps: 
Step 1: A non-evaluative description of the child's be-
havior, "When you leave your toys in the living 
room ... " 
Step 2: An indication of how the child's behavior interferes 
with the parent's life; ''. . . I have to pick them 
up ... " 
Step 3: A parent's feeling state, " ... and I really dislike 
being responsible for picking the toys up." 
When a parent uses responsive-I-messages, the parent 
must be prepared to: 
- focus on oneself and ones feeling state, not on the child. 
- use a tone of voice that conveys understanding and 
respect. 
- avoid blaming, criticizing and using other blocks to re-
sponsible parent-child communication. 
- listen responsively for messages that create problems 
for the child. 
In summary, responsive-I-messages generally refer to 
three specific facts of a situation: 
- The behavior of the child 
- The feelings created in the parent 
- The consequences of the child's behavior on adult 
The following open-ended sentences may help you con-
struct a responsive-I-message: 
1. When you {statement of the child's behavior) 
2. I feel {state your feelings) 
3. Because {state the consequences of the misbehavior) 
The parts of a responsive-I-message do not have to be 
given in order, nor does a responsive-I-message always have 
to contain a statement of feeling. Simple statements such as, 
"I can't hear your mother when there is so much noise," or, 
"I can't put away the car because the bikes are in the way," 
are just as effective as, "When you kids are yelling and 
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screaming, I have to really strain hard to hear your mother, 
and it really makes me angry." 
Construction of a responsive-I-message depends on the 
situation. The most important things to remember about 
responsive-I-messages are: 1) they focus on the parents feel-
ings, 2) they tell how the behavior of the child infers with the 
parent, and 3) they do not place blame on anyone. 
Using Responsive Communication 
in Parenting 
Establishing a positive parent-child relationship can be 
both fun and trying. At times it can be rewarding; at other 
times downright disappointing. It requires a lot of work by 
both the parent and the child. It also may require change. 
Generally, it is probably the biggest challenge to the parent, 
grandparent and society. For those who want to be effective 
parents: 
1. Restrict talking to friendly conversation, and use a 
respective tone of voice. To influence your child, you 
must learn to curb your criticism and talk in a positive 
vein. to the child. The parent's tone of voice should 
convey respect and value for the child as a person. 
2. Be both firm and kind. The parent who decides on a 
course of action, must not waiver. The parent must be 
friendly but non-judgmental and matter-of-fact when 
applying a consequence. 
3. Keep your control. Children often try to gain control by 
demanding special attention. Responding with anger 
rarely accomplishes anything. The parent stands a 
much better chance of succeeding with the child by 
remaining calm, matter-of-fact, and capable of plan-
ning an effective course of action. 
4. Utilize encouragement. The parent can encourage the 
child by recognizing effort and contribution, as well as 
accomplishment, and by demonstrating that an under-
standing of how the child feels when things aren't going 
well. Unlike praise, encouragement can be given even if 
the child is not entirely successful. 
5. Have courage. Changing behavior requires practice 
and patience. When new approaches fail, the parent 
should not despair, but stop and analyze feelings and 
actions. As a result the parent will learn how to proceed 
differently next time. 
6. Exhibit mutual respect. A parent should exhibit faith 
and confidence in the child and respect for the child as a 
human being with ideas, feelings, and worth. 
Questions To Think About and 
Talk About - For Discussion 
1. Several traditional styles for parents to communicate 
with children are mentioned in the reading assignment. 
Do you, as a parent, find yourself using certain styles? If 
so, which one or ones? 
Resources 
2. What is involved in responsive listening behavior? 
3. What is meant by having a responsive listening attitude? 
4. What is responsive listening? In what situations would 
you use responsive listening? 
5. What is the difference between closed questioning and 
open questioning? Give examples when you would use 
a closed question and an open question. 
6. What is meant by describing only what you see, hear, 
and feel when you are talking with a child? 
7. What is a "responsive-I-message?" How is it con 
structed? 
8. Do you always have to have all the parts of a 
"responsive-I-message" when you send it? 
9. Why is it important to consider the effect of a 
.. responsive-I-message" on a child? 
10. In general why do parents communicate with their chil-
dren? 
11. What are some points to remember in putting responsive 
communication to work as a parent? 
1. Bienvenu, Sr. Millard J. "Talking It Over At Home." Public Affairs Pamphlet No. 910. N.Y. 1967. 
2 Dinkmeyer, Don and McKay, Gary D. Raising A Responsible Child. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973 
3. Dinkmeyer, Don and McKay. Gary D. Systematic Training for Effective Parenting - Parent's Handbook. Circle Pines: 
American Guidelines Service, Inc. 1976. 
4. Faber, Adele and Maulish, Elaine. Liberated Parents - Liberated Children. New York: Avon Books, 1975 
5. Ginott, Haim. Between Parent and Child. New York: MacMillan, 1965. 
6. Gordon, Thomas. P.E.T. - Parent Effectiveness Training. New York: Peter Wyden, Inc., 1970. 
7. Ivey, Allen and Gluckstem, Norma. Basic Attending Skills Manual. Amherst, Mass. Microtraining Associates, Inc. 1974. 
8. Ivey, Allen E. "The Component Skills of Microcounseling." Chapter 4. Microcounseling. Springfield: Charles E. Thomas 
Publisher, 1971. 
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Parent-ChlEd Situatinns 
cxtercise I 
Listed be!ow are typical statements which a parent might i<:ncounter fro.1 a cr;iJd. Read ea ... 1". 3tatc'11czr.t ar.d ide'.1t:fy t1e fi.:~l::!ling 
associated with it. In addicion, write out what messages you would us<? as feedbnc;<. Beg1n foe' b<.ic.< s~atc::ne 1.s .v1th "'Y 01..1 fee! 
", "I FEEL ... ". !::!tc. 
Message 
1. 1 hate that teacher. 
2. I will never go back to that store 
again. 
3. I don't know why I always have to 
be the one to wash the dishes. 
4. Johnny called me four eyes. 
5. I can't wait until my birthday. 
6. Isn't it great - Joe just asked me to 
go out? 
7. I really wanted to go on that school 
field trip, but I had no money. 
Then when I found out I was 
selected to go anyway, I was out of 
my mind with happiness. 
Exercise II 
Feeling Feedback 
You feel ... 
You feel ... 
You feel .. . 
You feel .. . 
You feel .. . 
You feel ... 
You feel ... 
Listed below are typical parent-child statements. Read each statement and identify the feeling associated with it, and the 
reasons behind those feelings (the because). A general format for these statements would be "You feel ... because ... " In 
addition, write out what message you would give as feedback. 
Message 
1. Hey Mom, I got an A on that test 
today. 
2. Johnny and Billy called me names 
and teased me all the way home 
today. 
3. Gee, Dad, thanks for the car. 
4. I wish I had made enough 
money to buy that model airplane. 
5. Oh, what's the use in practicing the 
piano? I'll never be able to team all 
this stuff. 
6. I'm never, never going to do it. 
You can talk till you are blue in the 
face and I'll never do it 
7. You win, I'll do it. 
E.l:cercise Ill 
Feeling Reason 
Feedback 
You feel •.. 
because ... 
Below is an example of a typical parent-child interaction. In the situation, decide how you would handle it with responsive 
listening and respcmsive~I-messages. 
Situation: John and Sandy's children leave all of their possesslons lying around the house. Both parents find themselves 
constantly yelling and bribing the children to pick up their things. How can John and Sandy use responsive listening and 
responsive~I-me~ges to handle this $ltuatlon? 
At-Home Adi'1ity 
Prac~ responsi~ listening and $~nding responsive~l-messages With your child or i;ihildren if you have mom than one. Do so 
in s!tuaitlons where y<>u bebeve yau'lt h~ve the ltlost' success. Prior to implementing the sliills it is a good Ide~ to sit down with 
Y<>JJr child or chlldren (~y if the child(ren) are teens) and e:gplain what you're gotng to do, 
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2 My u,ual i<sponse to lrns ;pec1nc pcm nt chil:l r<?lat1u1~h1p cunc .. rn mdud<-'5 one ur man. of th<' follo\fymg 
(Plale a theck mark b<Js1d.,: the c0ncern(,,) i,ou cons1d<>r most uracceptabl.i ) 
__ fa!kmg Lec!u'lng 
__ -5tanng Nagging 
___ G1vmg Ordi::rs Cor1mand~ 
_____ Gett1"1g Angri,, 
_ __Analvz1rg 
.--Punishing Removing 
Pn111lege~ Shammg 
1 l beheve that dunng the past '-'eek m ny own par.:nt child relationship l 
Acted Mvre Calmly 
Acted Instead of Reacted 
Listened 
Acted Firmly and Kmdly 
Encetnaged Rather than 
Discouraged 
Communicated Love and 
Mutual Respect 
Withdrew From Conflict That 
Didn't Involve Me 
More LPss About the Same 
4 The Atmosphere m our family has changed to one of 
More Less About the Same 
Fnendbness 
Cooperation 
Mutual Respect 
Understanding 
Tension and Strife 
Involvement 
5 This week I learned 
6 I plan to change my parent.child beha111or by 
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'lellmg 
Warning 
__ Cntic1zmg 
___ Other ------
Used Natural and Logical 
Consequences 
Stimulated Independence 
Used Rahonal Thmkmg 
Stimulated Responsible 
Dec1s1on Making 
Enioyed My Parent Child 
Relat1onsh1p 
Took Time For Myself 
Self Disc1phne 
Planmng and Workmg 
Together 
Fun With Family Members 
Distrust 
Confusion 
More less 1 About the Same 
More Less 1 About the Same 
Notes 
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PEP Points To Ponder 
HOW TO HAVE EFFECTIVE PARENT~CHILD 
COMMUNICATION 
1. To communicate with a child a parent should: 
a) Test the water - send door openers first in order to 
determine whether or not to use responsive listening. For 
example, "Want to talk about your gripes on something?" 
b) Use responsive listening only when emotions are running 
high. 
c) Begin with the child's feelings. 
d} Pay strict attention to the child when the child is speaking. 
e) Maintain good eye and body contact. 
f) Allow negative feelings as well as positive feelings to be 
expressed. 
g) Understand that feelings are transitory, not permanent. 
h) Know that once a feeling has been expressed, especially 
negative feelings, it serves a purpose by helping a child 
finish with that feeling. 
i) Be in the mood to listen responsively. 
2. Avoid threatening, judging, lecturing and ridiculing. 
3. Treat your child with respect and dignity. 
4. Accept the child as a person with feelings. 
5. Learn to use responsive listening techniques, so that you pro-
vide a mirror for the child to see himself or herself more clearly. 
6. Learn how to express yourself and your feelings with 
responsive-I-message. 
7. Learn to discriminate between your problems and the child's 
problems. 
8. Allow for failure and success. Resist the impulse to do it yourself. 
CQoperative Extension Service--The Ohio State University 
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